








While Making Infill Development Easier, 
the Change to VMT Can Result in Lost 
Transportation Impact Fees 

Based on preliminary conceptual data provided by the 
San Diego Association of Governments (SANDAG), 
Fig. 1 shows census tracts above and below the 
average VMT per capita for the region and City of San 
Diego. The maps illustrate the substantial influence 
that project location has on VMT impacts. 

As anticipated-and consistent with one of OPR's 
stated goals-the per capita VMT in much of the 
region's urbanized area is already below the regional 
average by 15% or more, as shown by the blue areas 
of Fig. 1. This means that any new development in 
these areas, regardless of size or intensity, could 
avoid significant transportation impacts. 1 This makes 
infill development easier to implement under CEQA. 

However, the resulting loss of potential transportation 
impact fees could be in the tens or even hundreds of 
millions of dollars. Fortunately, as illustrated in the 
step-by-step guide above, local governments can 
compensate for this loss by revising the purpose and 
application of transportation impact fees-allowing 
those fees to advance local policy goals by fund ing 
multimodal improvements. Steps 4-6 address this. 

Even the Smallest Project in a Rural or 
Urbanizing Area May Require an EIR 

Fig. 1 also indicates in red and pink where a project, 
no matter how small , could result in a transportation 
impact based on the VMT metric and proposed 
threshold. As anticipated, SB 743 makes these rural , 
often sprawling development projects more difficult to 
entitle under CEQA, potentially requiring lengthy and 
expensive environmental impact reports (El Rs). 

However, utilizing the approach outlined above, new 
development in rural areas could be mitigated to a 
Negative Declaration level, assuming they conform to 
the overall plan . 

1 OPR recommends a determination of significance if a 
residential project exceeds 15% below both regional and city 
VMT per capita. Therefore, any project with impacts below 
either threshold would be deemed less than significant. 
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Fig. 1: VMT per Capita vs. Regional & City of San Diego 
Averages. The tracts in blue have VMT per capita below 
85% of the regionaVcity averages- meaning new 
development likely would not trigger a transportation 
impact. (Interpreted from preliminary data from SANDAG.) 

Reducing & Mitigating for VMT Impacts 
Requires New Solutions 

Under current congestion-based LOS metrics, 
applying mitigation is fairly straightforward: As 
roadway capacity is a key determinant of LOS, 
projects can improve LOS simply by adding capacity 
where impacts occur. 

VMT, however, cannot be reduced simply by adding 
roadway capacity. (In fact , adding capacity generally 
tends to increase VMT due to induced demand.) 
Rather, VMT depends upon individual mode choices 
and the distances between trip origins and 
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destinations, which in turn depend upon factors 
beyond the control of any single project: 

• Land Use Patterns: The locations and densities of 
housing, jobs, recreation and other activity centers 
throughout the region . (Fig. 1 'illustrates the large 
influence of land use on VMT.) 

• Transportation Network: The quantity, and relative 
quality, of travel options available. 

These factors are deeply embedded into the fabric of 
a region, and generally only change on a long-term 
basis through the actions of public agencies. 
Therefore no individual project is likely to be able to 
mitigate its VMT impacts by constructing one-or 
even several-bike/pedestrian improvements, transit 
stops, or other facilities. Moreover, authority does not 
rest with an individual project to develop VMT­
reducing transportation or land use plans. As a result , 
developers and cities will need to address VMT 
impacts in new ways. 

On strategy is to include project-specific measures to 
reduce VMT impacts below the level of significance. 
OPR has asserted that "15% reductions in VMT are 
typically achievable at the project level in a variety of 
place types," citing a 2010 report from the California 
Air Pollution Control Officers Association (CAPCOA), 
excerpted in Fig. 2. 

However, while the CAPCOA report provides a good 
starting point, more locally specific, evidence-based 
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Fig. 2: VMT-Reducing Transportation Strategies. This 
general guidance will require more locally focused study to 
be an effective mitigation tool. (CAPCOA, 2010) 

studies likely would be needed to make this an 
effective mitigation tool. Its key limitations include: 

• Generalized VMT-reduction predictions that are 
far from certain at the project level, both 
technically and legally. In practice, their 
effectiveness would vary greatly by region and 
depend upon a host of external factors. 

• Many suggested strategies for individual 
projects-such as limiting parking supply or 
unbundling parking and housing costs-that 

cannot be implemented without also changing 
local development codes. 

Determining the Best Method to Estimate GHG and VMT 

Regional and local plans generally use one of two 
methods to calculate VMT and GHG emissions: 

• A travel demand model that directly projects VMT 
and GHG. 

• A spreadsheet-based approach, either post­
processed from model outputs or derived from policy 
directives (e.g. achieve a 20% walking mode share). 

The best models for evaluating transportation-related 
impacts are new "activity-based" models that are 
sensitive to factors induding: 

• Multipurpose trips (or "tours"). 

• Active transportation networks. 

• Transportation systems management facilities. 

• Travel demand management (TDM) programs. 

• The "5 D's" of transportation planning: density, 
diversity, design, destination and distance. 

For best results, all local governments with access to 
an activity-based travel demand model should use this 
model to evaluate their plans' conformance with GHG 
and VMT targets. 

Such advanced models are already deployed in several 
regions, and the California Statewide Travel Demand 
Model also offers activity-based projections. In San 
Diego, SANDAG's new Activity Based Model produces 
output for both VMT and GHG, and is available to local 
governments. 

In the absence of these advanced modeling 
capabilities, regional and local governments may 
develop their own post-processing methods to calculate 
VMT and GHG emissions using older travel demand 
models. The key objective is to capture as many effects 
as possible from the multimodal elements listed at left 
that affect GHG and VMT. 
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An alternate-or perhaps complementary-approach 
is to develop a framework in which individual projects 
mitigate impacts by making fair-share contributions to 
the implementation of VMT-reducing transportation or 
land use plans. The step-by-step approach above 
discusses how this might be done. 

Local Policies on Traffic or Parking May 
Conflict with the Goal to Reduce VMT 

SB 743 only modifies the CEQA process, which is just 
one element of project review. Many, if not most, local 
governments currently have active plans, policies and 
ordinances that set congestion-based LOS targets as 
well as minimum parking requirements. These policies 
tend to increase automobile usage and VMT, and 
therefore may conflict with the new CEQA 
requirements. 

Depending on specific local conditions, it is possible 
that some projects will be unable to fulfill both the 
CEQA requirements on VMT as well as local pol icies 
on traffic and parking. Local governments therefore 
need to review their existing plans and policies to 
ensure that development projects still have viable 
pathways to approval. Steps 2 and 6 above discuss 
this further. 
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